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This lesson is constructed to take two to four days depending on the number of activities 
chosen and the length of the class periods. 
 
I. Content: 

I want students to understand (or be able to): 
A. Understand the process of how a poem is translated from one language to 

another  
B. Understand how the study of translation reveals other cultures 
C. Examine the function of images through interpretation and translation 

 
II. Prerequisites: 

In order to fully appreciate this lesson, students must know/be experienced in: 
A. The concept and use of imagery in poetry 
B. Elements of poetry: symbolism, parallel structure, rhyme, line breaks, etc. 
C. Some study of Japanese/Chinese forms of poetry such as haiku or tanka 

(World Literature) 
D. The Imagist movement (American Literature) 

 
III. Instructional  Objective: 

The students will: 
A. Examine the relationship between several Chinese characters and their 

respective meanings 
B. Explore Chinese thought and culture through an introductory study of Chinese 

language 
C. Translate poems from Chinese into English 
D. Compare the validity of poem translations 
E. Demonstrate an understanding of literary translation 

 
IV. Materials and Equipment 

Teacher: Teacher Handout #1:  “Chinese Characters and Their Meaning” 
from What’s in a Chinese Character 

 Teacher Handout #2:  “On Translation and Translating Wang 
Wei” 

 Teacher Handout #3:  Chinese Poems translated by Greg 
Whincup, from The Heart of Chinese 
Poetry 

 Teacher Handout #4:  “The Chinese Text of a Poem by Wang 
Wei“ from 19 Ways of Translating Wang 
Wei by Eliot Weinberger and Octavio Paz. 

 Teacher Handout #5:  Character-by-Character Translation 
 Teacher Handout #6:  Questions to evaluate a translation and for 

discussion 
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 Teacher Handout #7:  “The Form of the Deer” tr. By W.J.B. 
Fletcher and “Empty Mountains” tr. By 
Gary Snyder from The Heart of Chinese 
Poetry 

Student: Students will use the Teacher Handouts listed above 
 
V. Instructional Procedure: 

A. The teacher will hand out “Chinese Characters and Their Meanings”(Teacher 
Handout 1).  Discuss how Chinese ideographs and pictographs reflect 
abstract concepts and literal meanings, respectively. 

B. The teacher will read “On Translation” to introduce Chinese poetry and 
translation (Teacher Handout 2).  Teacher will hand out and read two poems 
translated from Chinese by Greg Whincup with commentary (Teacher 
Handout 3). 

C. The teacher will handout “The Chinese Text of a Poem by Wang Wei” with 
commentary (Teacher Handout 4).  Have students identify Chinese 
characters that they recognize from their brief introduction to Chinese.  Read 
the background on Wang Wei and on classical Chinese language. 

D. Teacher will hand out “A Literal Interpretation of Wang Wei” (Teacher 
Handout 5).  Students will read through the literal translation.  Discuss how 
the literal interpretation does not translate fluently into English. 

E. Students individually translate the poem into English making the literal 
interpretation more fluent. 

F.  Divide students into groups of four.  Have each student read his/her poem to 
the group. 

G. Using the questions on Teacher Handout 6 as a guideline, have students 
evaluate each translation. 

H. Students then work together in their groups to determine the “best” 
translation, the poem that best maintains the voice and meaning of the original 
poem.  Each group writes their version on the board.  Discuss the differences 
in interpretation. 

I. Ask students for general responses to the difficulties encountered in 
translating and discuss:  What decisions/interpretations must a translator 
make? 

J. Hand out the translations by Fletcher and Gary Snyder (Teacher Handout 7).  
Translations may be used with or without the included commentary by 
Weinberger. 

K. Discuss the differences.  Using the questions on Teacher Handout 5, students 
write a one page essay explaining which translation is most valid. 

L. For discussion:  What new understandings can be learned when we see poetry 
through the bilingual lens of translation? 
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VI. Assessment/Evaluation: 
A. Poems translated from Chinese into English. 
B. Analysis of translation accuracy using questions evaluating the translation. 
C. Essay 

 
 
VII. Idaho Achievement Standards: 

9.LA.2.3.4 Explain the author’s point of view and interpret how it influences 
the text.  

9.LA.2.3.7 Compare and contrast authors’ style on the basis of such elements 
as word choice and sentence complexity 

10.LA.2.3.1 Read and respond to literature from a variety of genres 
10.LA.2.3.3 Explain the author’s point of view and interpret how it influences 

the text. 
10.LA.2.3.5 Analyze ways in which authors use imagery, figures of speech, and 

the “sound” of language for effect. (752.02.a; 752.02.d)  
10.LA.2.3.6 Compare and contrast authors’ styles on the basis of such elements 

as word choice and sentence syntax. (752.01.g) 
11.LA.2.3.3 Analyze the ways in which the theme represents a view or 

comment on life, using textual evidence to support the claim. 
(752.02) 

11.LA.2.3.4 Evaluate the significance of various literary devices, including 
irony, tone, and figurative language. (752.01.g; 752.02.d) 

12.LA.2.1.1 Compare and contrast similar themes or topics by authors from 
different time periods or cultures to explain how the historical or 
cultural context shapes each author’s point of view. 

12.LA.2.3.1 Analyze recognized works of literature representing a variety of 
genres and traditions that: (752.02.a) 

 Trace the development of the major periods of British or World 
literature. 

 Contrast the major themes, styles, and trends in different periods. 
 Evaluate the influences (i.e., philosophical, political, religious, 

ethical, and social) of the historical period that shaped the 
characters, plot, and setting. 

12.LA.2.3.3 Evaluate the ways in which the theme represents a view or 
comment on life, using textual evidence to support the claim. 
(752.02) 

12.LA.2.3.4 Analyze the ways in which irony, tone, mood, symbolism, and the 
“sound” of language achieve specific rhetorical or aesthetic 
purposes. (752.02 
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12.LA.2.3.5 Evaluate the aesthetic qualities of style, including the impact of 
diction and figurative language, on tone, mood, and theme. 
(752.01.g; 752.02.d) 

 
VIII. Follow up Activities: 

A. Students write a poem using images from nature that evoke an emotion. 
1. Use Ezra Pound’s poem “The River Merchant’s Wife: A Letter” found in 

most textbooks as a model of a poem that shows how the speaker feels 
without naming the emotion.  

2. Students brainstorm a list of emotions. 
3. Students choose one emotion, and brainstorm phenomena in nature that 

could effectively convey the emotion. 
4. Students write a poem using images from nature.  Emotions cannot be 

named or described in the poem; the images must carry the emotion. 
Remind students of the “show, don’t tell” technique. 

B. Have students study Ezra Pound’s essay “A Few Don’t’s by an Imagiste” and 
relate it to Chinese poetry. 

C. Translate further poems from Chinese using Greg Whincup’s book The Heart 
of Chinese Poetry.   

D. Study simple Chinese characters and their meaning using a book such as 
What’s in a Chinese Character? by Tan Huay Peng. 

E. Have students research the Imagists and report on how Chinese and Japanese 
poetry influenced the Imagist movement and poets such as Ezra Pound and 
Wallace Stevens. 

F. For Spanish speaking ESL students, include Octavio Paz’s translation of 
“Deer Park” in Spanish and have students compare his translation with 
English translations.  The translation is found in 19 Ways of Translating Wang 
Wei by Eliot Weinberger and Octavio Paz. 

G. Research the historical/cultural context of a Chinese poem or the works of a 
famous Chinese poet such as: Li Bai (Li Po), Du Fu (Tu Fu), or Wang Wei. 

 



Teacher Handout 1 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 5 

 
 
 



Teacher Handout 1 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 6 

 
 

 



Teacher Handout 2 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 7 

 
 
 
 



Teacher Handout 2 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 8 



Teacher Handout 3 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 9 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Teacher Handout 3 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Teacher Handout 3 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 11 

 
 
 



Teacher Handout 4 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 12 



Teacher Handout 5 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 13 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Teacher Handout 5 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 14 

 

 
 
 



Teacher Handout 6 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 15 

 



Teacher Handout 7 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 16 

 
 
 
 
 



Teacher Handout 7 

Language Arts/Grades 9-12 – Page 17 

 
 
 


